The late Medieval Greek poetry: language, metre and discourse (University of Ghent, 2015) by Soltic, Jorie
© koninklijke brill nv, leiden, 2015 | doi: 10.1163/15699846-01502001
Journal of Greek Linguistics 15 (2015) 280–286
brill.com/jgl
The Late Medieval Greek πολιτικὸς στίχος
Poetry: Language, Metre and Discourse
(University of Ghent, 2015)
Jorie Soltic
University of Ghent
jorie.soltic@ugent.be
Abstract
In this contribution, I offer a summary ofmy 2015 Ph.D. dissertation from theUniversity
of Ghent on the language and metre of Late Medieval Greek πολιτικὸς στίχος poetry as
they pertain to information structure.
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1 Introduction
My dissertation deals with the Late Medieval Greek (lmg) πολιτικὸς στίχος
poetry. The language of this type of poetry, whose most representative genre
is the romance, is not easily grasped. In the first place, it is renowned as our
chief witness of vernacular literature from the 12th to 15th centuries (Beaton
1996:99). However, it does not at all represent a pure vernacular language, but
a so-called mixed language, for the poets now and then include ancient “dead”
linguistic items (Toufexis 2008:204).Moreover, it adopts an oral-formulaic style
(E. Jeffreys 2013). It is presumably this rather curious idiom, together with the
prejudice that the metrical constraints of the πολιτικὸς στίχος impose a strait-
jacket on the language, that prevented linguists from thoroughly investigating
the lmg πολιτικὸς στίχος poetry as a whole. Indeed, linguistic studies dealing
with the lmg πολιτικὸς στίχος poetry all have a rather specific profile: they
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typically treat one grammatical aspect or are diachronically oriented. While
such “fragmented” studies are of course unquestionably valid, what is lacking
so far is thus a more comprehensive approach. It was my aim to change this.
2 The Theory
Mydissertation attempts to offer anddevelop a theoretical framework inwhich
the lmgπολιτικὸς στίχος poetry can asawholebe approached.More concretely,
I argue for the benefits of modern linguistic theory, namely the framework of
Information Structure (is). This framework, which pays a lot of importance to
pragmatics, has been founded on the basis of contemporary spoken languages.
Assuming that there are important parallels (similar cognitive principles of
producing and processing information) between orally conceived poetry on
the one hand and naturally spoken language on the other, I consider this
framework ideal to deal with the poetry’s peculiar features (cf. Bakker 1997).
As a result, my analysis, which is thus well embedded in current linguistic
theory, constitutes the first attempt to develop a modern linguistic approach
with regard to the lmg πολιτικὸς στίχος poetry.
3 The Analysis
More concretely, I have applied three concepts from is to the lmg πολιτικὸς
στίχος poetry: the intonation/information unit, the topic/focus pair and the
phenomenon of discoursemarkers. These three function as leitmotifs through-
out my dissertation.
3.1 Intonation/Information Unit
Let me begin with the intonation/information unit (iu), which is the well-
established unit of spoken discourse and thus the standard unit of analysis in
most is-based studies (Chafe 1993). An iu is prototypically demarcated by a
breathing pause and often corresponds to a syntactic unit. Moreover, it tends
to stand in a simple paratactic relation with the surrounding ius. This actually
reflects the different cognitive grounds that underlie spoken discourse as com-
pared towritten language: a speaker organises his information less densely and
thus imparts the information in smaller chunks rather than in complex gram-
matical sentences.
With regard to the lmgπολιτικὸς στίχος poetry too, the “traditional” notionof
sentence does not makemuch sense and is best abandoned in favour of the iu.
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More precisely, I argue that the fixed caesura (#) at the eighth syllable implies
an iu boundary and is—beside a metrical boundary—a prosodic boundary
separating two ius. This argument is based on a variety of metrical (e.g. avoid-
ance of elision) and syntactico-semantic arguments (e.g. distribution of Wack-
ernagel p2 particles). From this perspective, the two standard half-verses of the
πολιτικὸς στίχος are not merely metrical units, but also cognitive units. More-
over, the fact that ius coincide with the metrical patterns of the verse make
clear that the verse rhythms of the πολιτικὸς στίχος are nothing to be wrestled
with, but should actually be considered stylisations of natural speech. To illus-
trate this, I give two examples:
(1) πῶς ἔπαθεν ἐκ τὰς ἀρχὰς # ἐκείνη καὶ ὁ Ἰμπέρης (Imberios&Margarona848)1
‘how [she] suffered from the beginning, she and Imberios’
(2) καὶ ἀτοί τους τὸν ἐνδύσασιν # ἐκεῖνον καὶ τὴν κόρην (Achilleïs Byzantina 1502)2
‘and they got him dressed, him and the girl’
The lack of grammatical agreement between the verb (ἔπαθεν; singular) and
its subject (ἐκείνη καὶ ὁ Ἰμπέρης; plural) in (1) and between the object clitic
pronoun (τόν; singular) and its coreferential object (ἐκεῖνον καὶ τὴν κόρην; plural)
in (2) becomes perfectly acceptable if we conceive the language of the πολιτικὸς
στίχος poetry as a concatenation of ius. Thus, ἐκείνη καὶ ὁ Ἰμπέρης and ἐκεῖνον
καὶ τὴν κόρην should be analysed as (corrective) afterthoughts added in a new
iu.
3.2 Topic/Focus Pair
A second application concerns the topic/focus pair. Albeit oft-used (especially
in studies on word order), the notion is often not straightforwardly defined.
In simplified words, the topic is that “what the utterance is about” and thus
usually presents referentially givenor active information,while the focus is that
part of the utterance that constitutes themost prominent information and thus
usually involves referentially new or inactive information (Gundel & Fretheim
2004). Somewhat confusingly, a distinction should bemade between a topic in
this strict sense (a so-called sentence topic) and a discourse topic, with which
one refers to the central idea of a stretch of connected discourse.
1 Edition of Kriaras (1955).
2 Edition of Agapitos, Hult & Smith (1999).
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It was my aim to firmly establish the concepts of topic and focus as crucial
means to describe the language of the lmgπολιτικὸς στίχος poetry. For this pur-
pose, I have conducted two complementary studies on object clitic pronouns
(ocps). In a first study, I offermore objective evidence for the focus hypothesis,
namely that ad hoc focalised constituents can attract ocps into preverbal posi-
tion (cf. Mackridge 1993). For the first time, this (disputed) pragmatic principle
is dealt with from the perspective of the verb: I concentrate on so-called light
verbs (ποιώ & δίδω), which are so low in content that their object with almost
absolute certainty constitutes the actual focus of the utterance.
In a second study, I go more deeply into the phenomenon of clitic doubling.
This construction has been identified in Standard Modern Greek as a special
mechanism formarking objects as topics, yet has never beendescribed indetail
for lmg. I demonstrate that both its modern typology and its modern function
already hold for clitic doubling in the lmg πολιτικὸς στίχος poetry.
Rather than as a superfluous ocp, την should be interpreted as an instance
of clitic doubling:
(3) Ἐπέτασά την τὴν γραφήν, # ἐπῆρα, ἐφίλησά την (Livistros & Rodamni 1747)3
‘I took it, the letter, I held (it), I kissed it’
The next example too should be analysed as clitic doubling, more precisely as
an instance of hanging topic left dislocation, for ὁ ἐπίσκοπος τῆς Ὤλενας is not
just dangling at the beginning of the utterance. Rather, it is coreferential with
the ocp τοῦ and serves the pragmatic purpose of introducing a new topic:
(4) ὁ ἐπίσκοπος τῆς Ὤλενας # τέσσαρα φίε τοῦ ἐδῶκαν (Chronicle of Morea ms
h 1957)4
‘the bishop of Olena, they gave him four fees’
3.3 DiscourseMarkers
A third and final concept is the phenomenon of discourse markers (dms).
Briefly, dms are expressions that structure thediscourse in somewayor another
rather than contributing to the conceptual content of an utterance (Brinton
1996). In other words, they have developed procedural meaning(s). Especially
adverbs and verbs tend to enter this grammaticalisation cline. As such, the class
of dms includes a wide range of multifunctional items of which some operate
3 Edition of Lendari (2007).
4 Edition of Lurier (1964).
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as conduits between different segments of a text/discourse (textual dms) and
others mainly help to clarify the relationship between speaker and hearer
(interpersonal dms). Typically, dms are syntactically independent, which is
translated into a preference for initial position (in case of the adverbial dms)
or for a parenthetical position (in case of the verbal dms).
With regard to Ancient Greek, it has been established that the Wackernagel
p2 particles can be compared to dms (Loudová 2014). However, these gradu-
ally die out, so that by the time the lmg πολιτικὸς στίχος poetry is written,
they are no longer used in contemporary speech. Nevertheless, the ancient
p2 particles are still inserted by the πολιτικὸς στίχος poets. Therefore, I give
an overview of their functions in the lmg πολιτικὸς στίχος poetry: a stylistic
function (adding a classicizing flavour to a text), a rhythmical function (demar-
cating ius), and even still a pragmatic one (exerting an—albeit bleached—
discourse role). As such, they are far from being mere verse fillers. On the
other hand, though, I looked for expressions which could have adopted the
various pragmatic functions of the p2 particles—in other words: I searched
for newly (or in any case more recently) developed dms in my corpus and I
identified both adverbial and verbal expressions which show dm-like behav-
ior.
As for the adverbial dms, ἀπ(’)αὔτου, ἐδά(ρτε), ἐνταῦθα, ἐν τούτῳ, λοιπόν,
πάλιν and πλήν all seem eligible candidates. I devote a special section to πάλιν,
because this is the only expression which—in its dm-like use—does not occur
initially, yet prefers to stand after the first word/constituent of the utterance.
I have derived that this positional difference (p1 vs. p2) actually reflects an
important functional difference: signalling a switch in discourse topic (p1) vs.
one in sentence topic (p2) (although a continuummight constitute a better way
to present these two types of topics).
In the next example, for instance, πάλιν structures the discourse rather than
contributing to the conceptual content (“again”) of the utterance: it denotes a
topic switch (from “I” to “you”) and should thus be analysed as a dm:
(5) Ἐγὼπατήρ σου εὑρίσκομαι, # ἐσὺ δὲ πάλιν υἱός μου (BellumTroianum 11309)5
‘I am your father, you (are) my son’
As for the verbal dms, I have concentrated on the first person singular of the
reporting verb λέγω (including λαλῶ) and the secondperson singular epistemic
imperative γνώριζε (including ἐγνώριζε, γνώρισε, ἤξευρε and πρόσεχε). Tellingly,
5 Edition of Papathomopoulos & E. Jeffreys (1996).
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in their dm-like use, these are consistently used parenthetically. Whereas the
adverbial dms can all be considered topic switch markers and thus textual
dms (which does not mean that they are mutually exchangeable, though!), the
verbal dms rather belong to the interpersonal ones. Λέγω/λαλῶ, for instance,
is shown to have a clear clarification-signalling function, as can be seen in the
next example, in which ἐκεινοῦ τοῦ δεσπότη constitutes an apposition to τοῦ
Καλοϊωάννη:
(6) ποῦ ἐλάλησαν καὶ εἴπασιν # ὅτι ἦλθαν τὰ φουσσᾶτα
τοῦ Καλοϊωάννη, σὲ λαλῶ, # ἐκεινοῦ τοῦ δεσπότη (Chronicle of Morea ms
h 1101–1102)
‘who talked and said that the armies were coming’
‘(the armies) of Kalojohn, I mean, that despot’
4 Conclusion
In conclusion, it was my aim to offer a theoretical framework in which the
lmg πολιτικὸς στίχος poetry can be approached and understood as a whole
and which can thus perfectly deal with its peculiar features. This led me to the
adoption of a theoretical framework developed on the basis of modern spoken
languages, i.e. the framework of Information Structure. Such a linguistic analy-
sis of the texts from amodern pragmatic perspective, which is innovative with
regard to the lmg πολιτικὸς στίχος poetry, might result in a better understand-
ing of not only its language, but also of its metre and discourse. Hopefully, it
even leads to more reading pleasure with regard to a type of poetry whose lan-
guage had once been considered a “Graeco-barbaric hotchpotch” ….
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